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Many of us grew up watching Disney Films and throughout the last decade and prior,
the Walt Disney Company has created a variety of characters whom we grew up alongside.
As we watched these films we found ourselves within the characters and learned things
through them. This thesis paper aims to analyze Disney Princess Films and their profound
effects on Gender and Body image through the theoretical perspective of the Social Learning
theory. I will analyze Classic Disney princesses such as Snow White and Cinderella, and
modern princesses such as Mulan(1998) and Merida (2011). My critical analysis indicates
that Disney characters, specifically princesses, have profound effects on our gender roles and
body image and provides research from various studies. From the first Disney princess film
Sleeping beauty to the most recent one being Moana, Disney princesses have become more
progressive but still lack the qualities present-day viewers possess. Overall, The Walt Disney
Company has a prominent role in influencing our gender roles and how we view our bodies
and the Social Learning Theory helps us understand why we imitate and possess so many of
those characteristics.
Social Learning Theory
The Social learning theory was developed in 1977 by Albert Bandura as a
continuation of the work done by psychologists Miller and Dollard (1941) and Sears (1951).
Theorist, Albert Bandura was born on December 4, 1925, in
Mundare, Canada (A village in northern Alberta, Canada).
Bandura was the youngest of six children born from Eastern
European Immigrant parents. Bandura pursued a bachelor’s
degree at the University of British Columbia in 1946 and
graduated in 1949 with the Bolocan Award in psychology (an
annual award given to an outstanding student in psychology).
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He then went to the University of Iowa where he received his Master’s degree in psychology
in 1951 and a doctorate in clinical psychology in 1952. In 1953 Bandura became a professor
at Stanford University, earning the title “David Star Jordan Professor of Social Science in
Psychology” and remained at Stanford until becoming professor emeritus in 2010. Bandura is
most notably famous for being the first psychologist to connect behavioral and cognitive
approaches to learning and for creating the Social Learning Theory. Building on the earlier
work of Miller and Dollard (1941), Bandura proposed that learning first occurs cognitively
through imitation and then is modified through the application of consequences (William G.
Huitt and David M. Monetti 1). Bandura’s Social learning theory reconceptualized the
traditional learning theory by stating that people learn through observation, imitation, and
modeling. Via the social learning theory, Bandura attempted to provide a unified theoretical
framework for analyzing human thought and behavior (Bandura VI). In his book Social
Learning Theory, Bandura calls for a reexamination of the fundamental assumptions about
how human behavior is acquired. He argues for the acknowledgment that human thought and
behavior can be significantly affected by observation, direct experience, and through studying
the power of a socially mediated experience (modeling). The social learning theory explains
human behavior in terms of a continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive,
behavioral, and environmental determinants. (Bandura VII). Based on a series of experiments
done throughout 1960-1977 Bandura proposed a four-step process for how individuals learn
through observation of others. The process often referred to as observational learning or
modeling involves: attention, retention, reproduction, and motivation. Bandura’s Social
learning theory opposes the traditional psychological assumption that learning can only occur
by performing actions and experiencing their effects. Bandura argues that the theories
associated with humans learning from direct experience can be reconceptualized into humans
observing one another to acquire patterns of behavior because both people and their
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environments are reciprocal determinants of each other. In a test of his hypothesis, Bandura
developed the experiment “Imitation of Film-Mediated Aggressive Models” to research the
exposure of children to aggression shown on film i.e. the Bobo Doll experiment.
Origins of Behavior/ Modeling
Besides, the elementary reflexes that we are born with human behaviors must be
acquired and can be learned either through direct experiences (traditional learning) or through
observational learning. (Bandura also notes that not all behaviors can be acquired due to
genetics, physical developments, hormones, and biological factors.) Bandura explains that
some complex behaviors such as talking or fighting can only be produced through the aid of
modeling, better known as observational learning. One example he provides is if children had
no opportunity to hear words or phrases, it would be virtually impossible to teach them the
linguistic skills that constitute a language. Modeling aids in the ability to help children shape
intricate words and create grammatical speech. Bandura further explains this by stating that
even though it is technically possible to establish new behaviors through other means,
Modeling significantly decreases the length and process of acquisition. To prove this need for
modeling and the Social Learning Theory Bandura along with Sheila and Dorrie Ross
decided to create the Bobo Doll experiment.

1961 Bobo Doll experiment (Bandura, Ross, and Ross)
In 1961 Albert Bandura and his colleagues from the University of Stanford, Sheila,
and Dorrie Ross began research on social modeling through the Bobo Doll experiment. The
work of Bandura, Ross, and Ross had an immeasurable impact on the field of psychology.
The experiment was heavily influenced by the work of Robert Sears who was the Chair of the
Department of Psychology at Standard when Bandura first joined in 1953. Sears was
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exploring the familial antecedents of social behavior in children. Based on Sears’ work
Bandura, Ross, and Ross began a series of research into social modeling and aggression.
Their research led to an experiment called the Bobo Doll Experiment which involved the
now-infamous plastic Bobo Doll and was based on a hypothesis that children learn based on
observation and imitation. The first experiment (1961) consisted of 72 preschool-aged
children (36 girls and 36 boys), a five-foot-tall Bobo Doll, and three stages: Modeling,
Aggression Arousal, and a Test of Delayed Imitation.

During stage one (Modeling) the participants were divided into 3 control groups. One
experimental group (24 children) was exposed to an aggressive model (adult) who was seen
acting violently and speaking harshly to the doll and in some instances hitting the Bobo Doll
in the head with a mallet. The second group (24 children) observed a non-aggressive model
(adult) playing with trinket toys and paying no attention to the Bobo Doll. The 3rd group
(remaining 24 children) was used as a control group who did not participate in the experiment
and were used as the standard to which comparisons were drawn. After 10 minutes of being
in the room with their designated model, the experiment led to stage 2. During stage 2
(aggression arousal) the participants were taken into a different room with all different types
of toys and attractions and were allowed a very brief amount of time to play with them. Once
the participants became engaged the researchers came into the room and removed all the toys
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and relocated the participants. The participants became frustrated, which was the point of
stage 2 because they wanted to see how the children would act to release their frustration in
stage 3 of the experiment. In stage 3 (test for delayed imitation) the rooms were filled with
aggressive and non-aggressive toys as well as a Bobo Doll. Researchers watched each of the
participants through a one-way mirror to see how they would react to the objects inside the
room. Researchers observed that the participants who saw aggressive models were more
likely to take out their frustration and act violently towards the Bobo Doll. Some of the
children repeated the same actions as the adult model by kicking, yelling, and even hitting the
Bobo Doll in the head with a mallet. The group of participants who saw the non-aggressive
model were more likely to avoid the Bobo Doll and just play with the toys to release their
frustration. This first experiment was one of the fundamental keys to understanding how
children learn from their surroundings.

1963 Bobo Doll experiment
The second Bobo Doll experiment was conducted 2 years later and focused on modeling and
conditioning which would help researchers understand if the participants were truly
motivated by the models or if there was something more to their behaviors. The participants
were again divided up into different control groups but this time they were all exposed to the
same video of a model acting violently towards a Bobo Doll, the only difference being that
the video had different endings. In the first control group, the participants only saw the model
acting aggressively towards the Bobo doll. In the second group, the participants witnessed the
model being rewarded for their actions after hitting the Bobo Doll. In the last group, the
participants saw the model getting punished and scolded for their actions of hitting the Bobo
Doll. The participants were then moved to a room with toys and Bobo Dolls. Researchers
observed that the participants who witnessed the model getting scolded were less likely to be
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aggressive towards the Bobo Doll. However, if the participants were asked to act aggressively
towards the Bobo Doll, they would. This proved Bandura’s theory of observational learning
since the participants could remember and reenact the behaviors of the models through what
they had observed. The Bobo Doll experiment also proved that just by being in a negative
environment you are learning from your surroundings. It also proved that the consequences of
your actions influence your decision-making process and help better prepare you if the same
problem were to arise again in the future.

Observational learning
The Bobo Doll experiment provided the foundation for Bandura’s research and helped
him solidify the Social learning theory. Based on his research from the Bobo Doll
experiments Bandura was able to develop the foundation for the Social learning theory.
Bandura noted that Observational learning is governed by four-component subfunctions
(Bandura 23). The subfunctions are attention, retention, motor reproduction, and motivation
and are the key necessities for an individual to successfully model another individual. The
attention process determines what aspect of modeled behavior gets observed and what
information is extracted from the observed behavior. It is a known fact that an individual
cannot learn or grasp information without paying close attention to the subject matter. The
retention process is important for individuals to be able to remember the information they
learned and received. Bandura states that People cannot be influenced by observed events if
they cannot remember them (Bandura). The motor reproduction process is important for
behavioral production to replicate an observed behavior. For a behavior to be formed the
observer must be able to reproduce the observed behavior. The final process is Motivation.
Bandura explains that motivation can be seen in three different ways, direct, vicarious, and
self-produced. Direct reinforcement occurs when an individual correctly performs an
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observed behavior. Vicarious motivation is when observers see other individuals reinforced
for a particular behavior and are motivated to reenact that behavior. Finally, Self-produced
motivation is a personal standard or incentive for recreating an observed behavior.

Modern uses of the Social Learning theory
After nearly 60 years Bandura’s Bobo Doll Experiment is still one of the most used theories
in terms of effective understanding of the variations of human aggression and behavior. “His
research has been applied to numerous social problems such as adolescent contraception,
coercive sexual behavior, HIV-AIDS transmission and predatory crime.” (Hart 4) Since these
acts rely on the premise that behaviors may be enacted without direct reinforcement ie a
learned behavior. A further study was conducted from 1960 to 1982 and found that
eight-year-old children demonstrated a positive relationship with their levels of watching
television and aggression. They were then reassessed at ages 19 and 30 and found that those
with the highest levels of television exposure now had a significant history of aggression,
alcohol abuse, abusive parental practices, and a history of crime (Hart 5) The study concluded
that due to the underdeveloped frontal lobe of the children, they were unable to distinguish
between fantasy and reality. The children were very susceptible to adopting these media
portrayals as reality and learned those behaviors, attitudes, and circumstances presented on
the television. There was also an examination of gender differences between these children
and their susceptibility and preparedness to learn violence and aggressive behaviors. Alan
Peterson (Senior lecturer in Sociology at Murdoch University) and Dierdre Davies (Professor
of education at James Cook University) who studied the ‘psychology of social construction of
sex differences in theories of aggression’ endorsed numerous sources that asserted that males
and females are differentially engineered in their preparedness to learn violence which results
in lower rates of aggression among women (Hart 6). Another factor of this is that males and
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females socialized differently. Females tend to engage in close caring relationships while
males socialize in rough aggressive ways. The study suggested that females exhibit
aggression in less physical ways than their male counterparts. In more modern times and with
the invention and integration of video games has been met with the same concern as they
offer repetitive exposure to violent behaviors and rewards for aggression. Bandura’s 1963
study underscored the idea that reinforcement plays in increasing these learned behaviors.
Though Bandura's main hypothesis and study focused on aggression and the learned
behaviors of aggression. His social learning theory can be seen and used to study any type of
learned behavior in children. He focuses on modeling and the integration of behavior through
observational learning, modeling, and imitation. Since children are such high receptors of
media they intake and form their behaviors based on the information they are exposed to and
learning on screen.

‘Pretty as a Princess’ study:
Parents are oftentimes very careful and attentive to what their children watch and see,
especially when it comes to movies. Since children are such high receptors of media it is a
difficult task to screen everything and fully knows what your child will be watching and
observing. This is where Disney comes in because of its appeal to parents and children alike
by being the quintessential, easy safe choice children's movie. Many parents may benefit
from relying on Disney movies, but research is showing that his preconceived notion might
not be so true when examined and proved that Disney films are not that harmless. This idea is
fairly new and still being developed but by using the prior work of Bandura some researchers
are beginning to uncover the true effects Disney has on children.
In a study published in Child Development by Professor Sarah M. Coyne at Brigham
Young University, Coyne examined the level of engagement with Disney Princess media as
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it relates to gender-stereotypical behavior, body esteem, and prosocial behavior. Using the
work of Albert Bandura, her study involved a group of children and an assessment into their
interaction with a ‘model’ or in this case the Disney Princess culture. Coyne hypothesized
that the exposure to Disney princesses heightens female gender stereotypes both concurrently
and over time and that exposure to Disney Princesses would relate to poorer body esteem
both short term and long term. In Coyne’s study 198 preschool-aged children were assessed
on their Disney Princess engagement. The results of this study showed that 96 percent of
girls and 87 percent of boys had viewed and recognized Disney Princess films and the more
interaction there was with a princess the more female gender-stereotypical behavior they
showed. Although there is nothing inherently wrong with this female-gendered behavior it
can become problematic in the long run when the foundation of their learning is inaccurately
portrayed for both genders. “We know that girls who strongly adhere to female gender
stereotypes feel like they can’t do some things. They’re not as confident that they can do well
in math and science. They don’t like getting dirty, so they’re less likely to try and experiment
with things.” (Coyne) Coyne uses Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory to examine how
exposure to gender-stereotyped behavior in the media may influence the development of
gender stereotypes and gendered behavior in young children. Through the use of Modeling,
children learn gendered behavior by watching others, both real or fictional, and through
reinforcement of parents and peers, it becomes a behavior. Although preschools don’t know
the sexual implications, Disney’s portrayal of “The young, attractive, and thin-ideal and
emphasis on princess’ beauty may be an early context in which girls are taught that
attractiveness is a necessary component of female identity” (Coyne) This idea that Coyne is
studying can be seen throughout our society in the idealization that “thin is good” and Disney
Princesses and their associated marketing are representative of the earliest exposure of
“thin-ideal” media. By using Coyne’s study and Bandura’s social learning theory, I examined
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the effects of Gender and Body images via Disney princesses Snow White, Cinderella,
Mulan, and Merida.
Once upon a time, Disney princesses served as our role models and heroes. We
watched them, learned from them, and even wanted to be them. Disney princesses as we
knew them were the beautiful girls in elaborate gowns, with gorgeous hairdos, and perfect
bodies living our dream lives. Through love stories and fairy tales, we found ourselves in the
eyes of their characters, and with the use of the Social Learning Theory, we become our
versions of them. Disney has been a leader in the entertainment industry for over 90 years
and throughout those years Disney has gone through many transformations. With
ever-changing societal norms and cultural ideals, Disney has been forced to adapt and shift
the portrayals of their characters, and specifically princesses. Media plays a huge role in
society and through analyzing Disney Princess films and scholarly articles it's clear to see
how Disney’s portrayal of gender and body image affects its audiences, especially child
audiences. Media affects children in particular due to their high volume of consumption and
the effects it has on their cognitive development. The implications that Gender and Body
image has impacts audiences and causes them to learn from and compare themselves to the
characters seen on screen. By looking at different eras of Princesses we can see the many
changes that have occurred throughout time. These
princesses’ characters, outfits, bodies, and spoken
words have changed over time and it can be easily
inferred that Disney’s representations of
femininess have changed as well. When it comes
to understanding the norms of the classic Disney
Princess we picture a stereotypical thin, graceful,
young, and beautiful girl who is attractive to romantic suitors of the opposite sex.
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In some films, we see a princess with all of the above traits but in others, we see a strong,
liberated, independent, and courageous princess.
By creating any type of “ideal” image,
whether that’s through their clothes, body types,
or others, Disney forces their young audiences to
personally identify with these princesses and
fight inner issues about gender, femininity, and
body image. These “ideal” princess traits can then go on to create psychological issues like
gender and body dysmorphia and influence the image of what being a female is and what it
looks like. The original Disney princesses were the epitome of class, beauty, grace, and
submissiveness. Some of these norms have changed with the modern princesses but the
standards have mostly stayed the same. The newer princesses like Mulan (1998) and Merida
(2012) have become much more in tune with the ‘current times’ and gained their
independence and freedom from societal norms but still very much have unattainable
standards. The changes that Disney has adapted in terms of Gender roles match what is
currently happening in society and started back in 1937. When the Disney princess was first
created it was a venture towards the first feature-length animated film. Nowadays Disney
being the multimillion-dollar company that it is has shifted its purpose for the Disney
Princess franchise and made it more into a merchandising venture for the Disney corporation.
Featuring dolls, clothing, accessories, and so much more the franchise offers audiences both
young and old the chance to serve as the role models portrayed in the films. The princess both
old and new offers very particular depictions of women and how a woman should act, look
and dress and encourage children and audiences of all ages to observe and learn new
behaviors based on their observations.
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Effects on Gender and Body Image:
The Disney Princess phenomenon began in 1937 with the
creation of the first Disney princess, Snow White and the Seven
Dwarfs (1938). Based on the 19th-century Grimm brothers fairytale,
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was Disney’s first-ever
feature-length animated film and is nowadays often referred to as
“The greatest animated film of all time”. Snow White is the film that
started the Disney princess franchise and paved the way for Disney
animation. The film follows the story of a young princess named
Snow White. There is nothing that the princess can’t do, she is an animal whisperer, she
sings, cooks cleans, and is the epitome of class, grace, and beauty with “lips red as a rose,
hair black as ebony, and Skin white as snow”. In my opinion and many other opinions on the
internet Snow White is quite frankly the most ‘problematic’ princess. I’m going to be a bit
brutally honest in my analysis so I apologize in advance to all of the hard-core Disney
princess ‘fans’.
To start, Snow White is a girl who runs away to go live in the forest with a bunch of
weird strange men because her evil stepmother wants to kill her because she is “too pretty”...
The stepmother gets tricked into believing that Snow White has died but then finds out and
turns herself into an old hag and gives Snow White a poisoned apple that puts a spell on her
to fall into a death-like sleep only to be awoken by true love's kiss. If that is not enough to
make you question the film then there is a whole lot more where that came from… Since
Snow White is the first-ever Disney princess film I understand that there is only so much I
can say to criticize them because I have to also consider the timing of the film and resources
that existed then. The basis of the story is that Snow White a fourteen-year-old girl is the
“fairest of them all ''. To me, this is slightly concerning because within the first minutes of the
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film the audience is left pondering their beauty in comparison to Snow White. Reminiscing
on when I was fourteen I certainly did not look like Snow White. I had braces, pimples, and
as a girl in middle school, I definitely could not have been ‘fairest of them all. She is made to
be beautiful, with gorgeous curves, a perfectly tailored dress, gorgeous heels, and not a hair
out of place. The thing I’ve never understood about her is despite her treacherous adventure
through the forest where her dress was caught multiple times, heels got stuck, and hair got
tangled, she remains perfectly untouched. Her dress remains intact, her heels aren’t broken,
and her hair remains freshly styled and there is a reason Snow White is the absolute ‘perfect
person. She cooks, she cleans, she has a maternal side, she is an animal lover, and on top of
all that, she is beautiful. The effects she has on gender and body image are profound and they
all seem to stem back to the fact that she exists solely in a fairytale and could never
“naturally” be recreated by a real-life person.
Cinderella was the second Disney princess film to come out. The
film was released in 1950 and was based on the story of Charles
Perrault. Beautiful but poorly treated, Cinderella must find her way
to the ball and win the heart of the prince. Despite being completely
different, Snow White and Cinderella have one thing in common and
it's the fact that the ‘beauty’ and ‘thin-ideal image’ that they possess
will and could never be done by a real person. Cinderella shows a
bit more of the humane side but in the grand scheme of things she is
also just a fairy tale character. Throughout the film, Cinderella’s
character is poorly treated by her stepmother and stepsisters. She is left to clean the house
while her stepmothers and sisters attend the royal ball. In pure Disney fashion, a fairy
godmother appears and with a little bibbidi-bobbidi-boo action Cinderella gets transformed
into a beautiful princess with a horse-drawn carriage and horsemen too. She attends the ball
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and dances with the prince but as the clock strikes midnight she must run away and go back
home because the magic will disappear. As she is running she drops one glass slipper on the
stairs and disappears back into her mundane poor life. The prince sets out on a royal hunt for
the owner of the glass slipper and after every girl in the whole kingdom tries on the shoe,
Cinderella is found and they live happily ever after… Just like Snow White, Cinderella she
looks absolutely beautiful both when she is a maid and when gets transformed. With a perfect
body, an elaborate gown, and a perfect look she truly is a Disney princess.
The common trend between these two princesses is most obviously their looks and
unattainability but also the stereotypes and tropes that they inhibit. Both of their true life
purposes are to find their true love. They act as housewives whether they like it or not and
their sole purpose is to find and please their man. Snow White is woken up by her ‘true love’
and Cinderella is the only one that fits the glass slipper of the girl who danced with the prince
that he so desperately wants to find. Both are amazing characters but their effects on gender
and body image aren't up to par. They may have been made back in the early 1900s but
looking at them from the perspective of 2021, children may only be negatively affected by
them. By watching them they will learn all the wrong things about how they are supposed to
look, act, and dress and then go on in life acting out what they had observed. This can and
will lead to issues like gender and body dysmorphia and can lead to a whole heap of other
mental and physical problems as well. Although these are just the classic princesses Disney
has slightly adapted these stereotypes in modern princesses like Mulan and Merida.
Mulan was created in 1998 and was the first princess to break through the barriers and
challenge what it means to be a ‘traditional’ Disney Princess. Mulan was created as part of
Disney’s Renaissance Era (1989-1999) alongside movies like The Little Mermaid (1989),
Tarzan (1999), and The Lion King (1994) where Disney began introducing non-traditional
families, people of color in lead roles, and began the break from the stereotypical norms of
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Disney Princesses. The Renaissance Era provided audiences with much more growth and
freedom to express identities and differences. Mulan fits
into this new generation perfectly by being, for lack of
better words, a total badass. Unlike all other Princesses
before her who were damsels (in distress), she stood out as
a strong independent (kung fu mastering) woman who
knew what she needed to do for her country and did it
herself (with the help of an ancestral dragon of course). At
the very beginning of the film, we see Mulan being dressed
and taught to “play” the part of the perfect bride. After
performing several actions to prove herself, Mulan fails the
matchmaker’s test and is marked as a disgrace who will never bring her family honor.
Throughout the film, Mulan struggles with understanding her identity and what her role in
society is. During the song Reflection”, Mulan sings “Who is that
girl I see, staring straight back at me? Why is my reflection
someone I don’t know?” and there is something so empowering
about seeing Mulan wipe off her makeup, let down her hair, and
hear her sing about finding her true identity. Mulan quickly
abandons the “perfect bride” trope and transforms herself into a
warrior to defend the honor of her country and father.
There are hints throughout the film about Mulan's sexuality and
gender with quotes like “I never want to see a naked man again”
or “Maybe I didn't go for my father, maybe what I wanted was to prove that I could do things
right”, or even “who is that girl staring back at me”. Mulan established the idea that it is ok to
not fit in, to embrace who you want to be, and to also fight for what you truly believe in.
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Much unlike the notions constructed by Snow White and Cinderella Mulan abandoned all the
traditional princess (damsel in distress) stereotypes and became a true ‘badass’. Mulan is a
great example of how the social learning theory can be used. Mulan provided the groundwork
for future “Badass” characters, quite frankly became a ‘queer icon’ via her ability to use drag,
and became an idol for children from both Asian backgrounds and those who were
underrepresented at the time.

In 2013, Merida, the first Pixar Princess, came on screen thanks to a collaboration
between Pixar and Disney. The movie Brave (2013) is part of Disney’s Revival Era (or the
2nd renaissance era) (2010- Present) which paved the way with new animation techniques
using CGI and breaking box office numbers with the highest-ever grossing animated film
“Frozen” and highest-ever rated audience film, “Wreck-it Ralph”.
At first glance, Merida seems like a ‘traditional Princess' since she is the daughter
of Elinor and King Fergus. But by watching Brave it is easily understood that Merida is
completely out of the ordinary. She disobeys her kingdom by going on a quest that then
results in a dark force turning her mother into a bear and creating chaos within the kingdom.
To save her mother and pay for her actions Merida has to quite literally enact the movie title
and be ‘Brave’ and find herself and discover the true meaning of being ‘Brave’. Unlike the
princesses before her who followed the traditional criteria, Merida has no big musical
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number, no talking animal sidekicks (just a horse named Angus), and especially no love
interest. She doesn’t care about her appearance and only wants to do archery. Merida proved
that even though she is a princess it’s ok to be independent and fight for what you believe in.
She was the first Disney princess to introduce us to the wonderful world of Scotland and all
of the Celtic customs, legends, and traditions that came from there. Merida’s one life
responsibility is that she is supposed to be a princess. Merida's mom tries to teach Merida all
there is to be a princess but despite lessons of history, music, proper manners, and schooling
Merida disobeys, “I can never get away with anything, I’m the princess I’m the example I’ve
got duties, responsibilities, expectations, my whole life is planned out preparing for the day I
become my mother and “well perfection”. The story takes a turn when Merida's mom tells
her that there is news that the lords are presenting their sons as suitors for her betrothal…
Merida being the bow-wielding, rock climbing, horseback riding archery championing badass
becomes dissatisfied by this. The suitors arrive and Merida must choose a game for them to
play to win her over. Merida finds a way to cheat the
system and decides to beat them with a game of
Archery. “I am Merida, the first descendant of the
clan Dubrow and I’ll be shooting for my hand”. She
goes out and beats every single one of the guys who
are playing for her hand in marriage. Merida does
wonders for gender and body image because quite
frankly she just doesn’t care. Her appearance is the
least of her concerns and she would rather do
anything than sit around and be ‘the perfect princess’.
Each Disney princess is ultimately unique with different traits, some independent,
some heroes, etc, but these heroes, damsels, and independent strong females quite frankly all
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have unattainable body standards and outdated gender roles. Tiny waists, long luscious hair,
perfectly symmetrical face shapes, flawlessly curled eyelashes, and beautiful eyes seem to be
the beginning of every Disney princess.

I remember growing up and watching these princesses and wanting to be them. I
would have Disney princesses play dates and dress up with friends, play with all of their toys,
and be them for Halloween. Thinking back at it now, no matter how many times I dressed up
or watched the films with admiration, I could never truly ‘be them’. As someone who
occasionally struggles with body image it makes me wonder if the perceived notions I base
myself on stem from my childhood spent watching Disney Princesses. The films are made to
be fantasy and in the end, that is all they will ever be. I truly don’t see Disney changing their
styles anytime soon and adding curvy, short, plus-sized, differently-abled princesses, etc to
the lineup, and no matter how hard we try most of us will never be able to look like a true
Disney princess. Yes, we play dress-up and pretend to act out our wannabe fantasies but by
putting on a dress, fixing our hair, and applying makeup. But in the end, our hips will stick
out of the dresses, our hair will be frizzy, and our makeup won’t be flawless. The Disney
princesses serve the societal norms of what the perfect body should look like but in reality,
the “perfect body” doesn’t exist with so many different types of people and characteristics/
traits. These princesses, especially the modern ones, are supposed to be symbols of
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independence, self-acceptance, and someone we look up to, but rather than doing all of that,
how are we supposed to learn from them when they've ignored the most basic aspect which is
our bodies. I will never be that tall, never be that skinny, and will never have perfect hair with
every strand in place. My background, family, and culture prevent me from that because quite
simply it's not in my DNA. The studies I mentioned and the analysis into Disney Princess
effects on gender and body image are fairly new and only very small amounts of information
exist but there is evidence that children learn based on observation of models or things on the
screen. There are so many stereotypes and notions that exist in our daily lives and they may
have easily come from the characters we grew up alongside. Disney hasn’t released a new
princess since 2016 so maybe this is something that they are working on, but until it is
released on the big screen or until something is officially announced we just won’t know. I
hope that Disney finally listens to its audiences and provides us with some more realistic
characters and Princesses but we will just have to wait and see until then.
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